Selective inhibitors of COX-2--are they safe for the stomach?
NSAIDs are widely used and beneficial for patients with inflammatory pain. However, NSAIDs cause significant adverse upper gastrointestinal effects, including increased mortality from serious ulcer complications. NSAIDs exert their anti-inflammatory effects by inhibiting the activity of the COX enzyme, which was recently shown to exist in two isoforms, a constitutive COX-1 and an inducible COX-2. The latter isoform is induced in inflammation, while the former is responsible for prostaglandin effects on platelet function and gastric mucosal defense. Two specific COX-2 inhibitors have recently been introduced into the market. The available data from clinical trials indicate that these new drugs have anti-inflammatory and analgesic effects similar to those of conventional NSAIDs, but reduced rates of adverse upper gastroduodenal effects, which are similar to those observed with placebo. This difference in rates of adverse effects might imply improved safety for patients requiring anti-inflammatory treatment. It has, however, to be kept in mind that specific COX-2 inhibitors lack cardiovascular protective effects. Considering the high consumption rate of NSAIDs to achieve pain relief in arthritis and other musculo-sceletal diseases, the reduced risk of gastrointestinal ulcers and ulcer complications may have a positive impact on population health and health economy.